




















































































































































































































































































Districts	 have	 always	 shown	 a	 significant	 propensity	 to	 set	 up	 export	 networks,	 but	 have	 invested	 little	
resources	to	reinforce	their	presence	in	foreign	markets	by	means	of	direct	investments.	In	the	past,	districts	
have	relied	heavily	on	foreign	buyers	(attracted	by	the	flexible	supply	of	Italian	districts),	international	fairs	











in	 innovative	 activities	 and	 in	 levels	 of	 concentration	 of	 innovation	 in	 a	 handful	 of	 places	 in	 the	 world.	
However,	 ‘global	 pipelines’	 are	 also	 becoming	 a	 crucial	 element	 for	 the	 successful	 development	 of	 local	
knowledge,	making	the	‘buzz’	more	dynamic,	and	providing	access	to	a	more	variegated	set	of	knowledge	














supporting	 learning	 at	 a	 distance. These	 communities	 mediate	 in	 the	 joint	 production	 and	
diffusion/transmission	 of	 knowledge	 within	 and	 between	 organizations.	 Furthermore,	 they	 allow	 some	
degree	of	relational	proximity,	which	facilitates	knowledge	flows	across	regional	and	national	boundaries.	As	
Gertler	 (2008)	 notes,	 the	 formation	 of	 communities	 of	 practice,	 can	 be	 encouraged	 in	 large	MNEs	with	
‘distributed’	 knowledge	 bases	 and	 multiple	 sites	 of	 innovation,	 and	 supported	 by	 advanced	 means	 of	




















of	 foreign	 investment	 is	 the	 largest	when	MNEs	 locate	 R&D	 activities	 abroad:	 22.4%	higher	 the	 average	
distance	for	all	type	of	offshored	activities,	and	36%	higher	in	the	case	of	production	related	investments.	
More	robust	evidence	along	these	lines	is	provided	in	Castellani,	Jimenez	and	Zanfei	(2013)	who	find	that	
geographic	distance	has	a	lower	negative	impact	on	the	probability	of	setting	up	R&D	than	manufacturing	
plants.	Furthermore,	once	accounted	for	measures	of	institutional	proximity	(such	as,	belonging	to	the	same	
trade	area	or	sharing	similar	religious	attitudes	and	language),	MNEs	are	equally	likely	to	set-up	R&D	labs	in	
nearby	or	in	more	remote	locations.	
This	pattern	is	discernible	also	in	industrial	districts,	which	in	many	cases	experienced	a	transnational	
evolution	led	by	foreign	multinationals	investing	to	take	advantage	of	local	assets	and	networking	abilities,	
with	district	based	suppliers	paying	an	active	and	important	role	in	certain	functions.	A	partially	alternative	
road	to	the	transnational	evolution	of	districts	is	to	rely	on	local	medium	sized	firms,	capable	of	involving	
local	and	international	suppliers.	Whichever	the	path	followed	in	this	evolution,	it	appears	to	be	a	slow	and	
non-linear	process	that	is	turning	industrial	districts	into	nodes	of	global	networks,	wherein	each	place	
contributes	according	to	its	distinctive	character,	and	according	to	its	capacity	to	satisfy	specific	demand	
segments.		
The	competitive	advantage	of	multinationals	relative	to	district	firms	that	had	reached	its	apex	over	the	
past	decade,	has	thus	been	slowly	shrinking,	as	districts	are	becoming	themselves	involved	in	global	value	
chains.	However,	Italian	industrial	districts	have	been	even	more	affected	by	the	second	driver	of	the	
ongoing	revolution:	digitization.	In	fact,	the	organization	of	knowledge	and	relationships	has	increasingly	
become	digital,	deeply	changing	the	cognitive	environment	in	which	companies	work	and	where	people	
live.	On	the	one	hand,	new	ways	of	producing	and	using	knowledge	have	become	feasible;	on	the	other	
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hand,	previous	organizational	modes	have	become	obsolete.	The	districts	are	at	the	center	of	this	spiral	of	
creative	destruction	that	has	affected	the	organizational	forms	of	modern	production.	At	first	glance,	the	
pervasive	diffusion	of	digital	technology	has	a	detrimental	effect	on	industrial	districts	because	it	changes	
the	function	and	importance	of	geographic	proximity,	the	axis	of	the	classical	district	organization.	With	the	
advent	of	digital	technologies,	in	fact,	in	many	aspects	of	production	and	of	R&D	in	particular,	the	role	of	
distance	is	undermined	(Castellani,	Jimenez	and	Zanfei	2013).	In	fact:		
a)	codified	knowledge	becomes	reproducible	and	transferable	(over	time	and	space)	at	virtually	no	cost;		
b)	tacit	knowledge	whose	transfer	is	much	costlier,	can	indeed	be	produced	through	more	effective	
communication	and	interaction	between	persons	active	in	distant	locations.	This	makes	it	possible	to	
distribute	intelligence	on	a	truly	global	scale,	both	across	different	stages	of	Global	Value	Chains	in	the	case	
of	production	networks,	and	across	different	phases	of	innovative	activities	in	the	case	of	R&D	networks.			
Whichever	type	of	knowledge	is	considered,	a	more	extensive	division	of	cognitive	labor	is	possible	on	a	
digital	basis,	involving	different	specialists	depending	on	the	specific	problem	to	be	solved,	and	on	the	
modularity	of	products	and	technologies.	In	addition,	it	becomes	necessary	for	firms	and	workers	active	
within	districts	to	master	new	technologies	in	order	to	codify	all	the	knowledge	that	is	codifiable,	to	
facilitate	interaction	in	global	networks.	This	is	of	course	a	non-trivial	process	requiring	skills	and	a	deep	
understanding	of	practical	and	contextual	knowledge	and	a	costly	effort	to	generalise	valuable	knowledge	
in	more	abstract	forms.		
Digitization	and	globalization	are	therefore	destabilizing	forces	that	have	exerted	their	competitive	
pressure	on	industrial	districts,	especially	in	Italy,	marking	the	end	of	a	long	cycle	of	development	that	can	
be	roughly	dated	from	the	early	1970s	though	the	early	2000s.		
However,	this	is	only	part	of	the	story:	to	understand	the	strength	of	this	change	in	the	competitive	
environment	after	2000,	we	must	consider	the	intrinsic	synergy	between	digitization	and	globalization.	In	
fact,	as	the	distances	to	be	managed	increase,	it	becomes	more	and	more	convenient	for	globalizing	firms	
to	codify	the	knowledge	to	be	used	and	therefore	it	is	more	and	more	advantageous	for	them	to	digitize	
their	cognitive	processes.	By	the	same	token,	if	an	enterprise	becomes	digital,	its	strategic	and	operational	
horizon	will	soon	broaden,	to	take	advantage	of	the	zero-cost	replication	and	transfer	of	the	codified	
knowledge	available.	Thus,	digital	and	global	transformations	tend	to	overlap	and	to	reinforce	one	another,	
significantly	changing	the	geography	of	innovation	compared	to	the	past	(Castellani,	Jimenez	and	Zanfei	
2013,	Castellani,	2017,	Plechero,	2012).		
Hence,	industrial	districts	are	forced	to	accelerate	and	intensify	their	efforts	to	integrate	their	local	assets	
into	global	networks,	thus	becoming	“glo-cal”	systems	open	to	international	knowledge	sources	and	to	
global	production	and	commercialization	networks.	Of	course	they	have	to	undertake	this	transformation	
without	losing	the	cultural,	social	and	technical	characteristics	that	make	their	contribution	to	global	
networks	valuable	and	unique.			
Moreover,	industrial	districts	need	to	reconcile	the	use	of	computer	codes	and	formal	languages	needed	to	
move	around	in	the	digital	world,	with	the	role	historically	played	by	informal	relationships	and	knowledge	
exchanges	based	on	physical	proximity.		
It	is	no	wonder	that	the	transition	to	the	new	digital	/	global	paradigm	has	been	more	difficult	and	slower	in	
Italy,	where	industrial	districts	have	always	been	a	widespread	reality,	than	in	other	countries,	
characterized	by	larger,	more	structured	firms.	In	particular,	countries	with	a	wider	presence	of	
multinationals,	capable	of	moving	on	a	global	scale	and	endowed	with	more	educated	human	capital,	
appear	to	be	in	a	better	position	to	manage	the	formal	languages	of	computer	science,	management,	and	
communication	that	are	needed	to	face	the	Fourth	Industrial	Revolution.	
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5. Three	Great	Transformations	Underway		
Despite	their	weakness	in	the	changing	global	environment,	industrial	districts	have	turned	out	to	be	
reactive	systems,	capable	of	changing	and	hence	evolving.	Looking	at	the	empirical	data,	the	districts	have	
in	fact	suffered	the	crisis	with	significant	revenue	losses	and	profit	margins,	but	twenty	years	after	the	end	
of	their	golden	age	-	they	are	not	"dead"	nor	out	of	the	way,	as	many	observers	had	imagined.	This	is	
demonstrated	by	the	annual	survey	on	Italian	industrial	districts	conducted	by	Intesa	San	Paolo	(2016).	This	
survey,	which	compares	the	sales	and	profit	dynamics	of	Italian	district	and	non-district	businesses,	shows	
that	the	former	outperform	the	latter,	both	in	their	capacity	to	react	to	the	crisis,	and	in	their	ability	to	
recover	pre-crisis	productivity	and	production	levels.	It	thus	appears	that	it	is	not	size	in	itself	that	makes	a	
difference.	It	is	rather	the	ability	to	be	resilient	and	responsive	to	the	transformations	to	be	undertaken.	In	
fact,	districts	are	still	alive	and	vital	because	-	as	happens	to	all	living	systems	-	have	changed	in	response	to	
environmental	change.		
Three	were	the	basic	directions	of	transformation	undertaken:		
a)	in	each	local	system,	medium-sized	enterprises	grew	up	to	occupy	a	key	role	as	system	integrators	of	
complex	supply	chains,	and	got	increasingly	engaged	in	export	and	foreign	direct	investment	to	serve	
foreign	markets.	Most	of	the	production	phases,	as	well	as	raw	materials,	are	decentralized	to	external	
suppliers,	sometimes	local	and	sometimes	located	elsewhere	(in	emerging	or	technologically	advanced	
regions).	External	purchases	increasingly	involve	suppliers	in	the	regional,	national	and	international	circuits	
(Rullani	2014	and	2015).	To	illustrate,	Mediobanca	and	Unioncamere	data	from	balance	sheets	reveal	that,	
on	average,	medium-sized	district	firms	directly	produce	only	one-fifth	of	their	sales	value.	Medium-sized	
district	firms	are	increasingly	able	to	play	a	role	that	is	typical	of	the	leading	companies	in	supply	chain	
relationships;		
b)	the	"social	capital"	that	allowed	all	actors	in	the	local	system	to	gain	easy	and	free	access	to	the	
knowledge,	capabilities	and	relationships	present	in	the	proximity	circuit	is	no	longer	sufficient	to	compete	
in	the	fourth	industrial	revolution	era.	Cognitive	and	relational	skills	previously	available	free	of	charge	in	
the	district	are	not	enough,	and	need	to	be	reinforced	by	means	of	costly	investments	to	integrate		
knowledge,	networking	abilities	and	skills	deriving	from	past	experience	and	traditions	with	new	assets,	
competencies	and	relational	abilities.	Sometimes,	it	will	be	necessary	for	firms	to	set-up	alliances	with	new	
partners	(inside	or	outside	the	district,	and	often	international).	Ideas,	logistic	networks,	suppliers	and	
customers	will	hybridize	the	typical	business	model	of	the	district.	The	supply-chain	internal	to	the	district	
increasingly	needs	to	be	integrated	with	external	supply-chains,	thus	entering	into	a	previously	neglected	
world	of	partners,	competitors,	institutions,	workers,	distributors	and	consumers	in	the	global	market.	This	
evolution	requires	companies	to	significantly	enhance	their	financial,	organizational	and	strategic	abilities.	
Firms,	workers	and	local	institutions	may	significantly	differ	within	and	across	industrial	districts,	in	terms	of	
their	ability	to	undertake	these	efforts	Rullani	(2015);		
c)	while	in	pre-2000	years	“sense	creation”	was	the	result	of	living	and	producing	in	the	local	context,	today	
it	relies	on	innovative	ideas	and	competences	that	are	accumulated	in	different	places,	and	it	is	through	the	
connection	between	and	among	these	places	that	such	ideas	can	be	fully	developed	and	exploited,	and	
new	reasons	of	satisfaction	are	generated.		Industrial	districts	are	subject	to	important	tensions	to	change,	
with	the	most	innovative	firms	within	them	increasingly	involved	in	extensive	interactions	with	external	
suppliers	and	consumers	to	whom	the	innovative	ideas	often	make	sense.	This	is	for	instance	the	case	of	
producers	of	wood	furnitures	in	Trentino,	who	apply	innovative	ideas	to	the	area	of	domotics	and	
environmental	sustainable	housing.	These	firms	are	able	to	satify	niches	of	consumers	sensitive	to	such	
issues	in	many	other	regions	and	countries,	and	to	find	producers	interested	in	using	the	same	protocols,	or	
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Universities	and	research	centers	carrying	out	R&D	elsewhere	in	the	world.		A	similar	path	of	
transformation	seems	to	have	taken	place	in	the	case	of	ski	boot	manufacturers	in	the	Montebelluna	area,	
introducing	new	materials	in	the	production	of	sport	appliances;	or	of	several	districts	specialized	in	textiles	
and	garment,	inventing	new	fibers	with	applications	in	clothing	as	well	as	in	other	fields.	See	Barzotto	et	al.	
(2016)	for	illustrative	evidence	on	these	evolutionary	patterns.	In	the	transition	to	the	digital	and	global	
world,	the	most	dynamic	medium-sized	companies,	and	the	most	innovative	small	companies,	have	a	very	
different	perception	of	what	makes	the	sense	of	living	and	producing	as	opposed	to	less	dynamic	firms.	In	
fact,	the	latter	can	be	expected	to	adopt	an	inertial	approach	and	perceive	change	as	a	source	of	anxiety	
and	uncertainty,	whereas	the	former	are	likely	to	tackle	the	new	competitive	conditions	more	easily	and	to	
find	them	challenging	and	stimulating.		
Globalization	and	digitization	should	not,	however,	be	considered	only	as	penalizing	processes	for	small	
businesses	in	industrial	districts	in	the	new	competitive	post-2000	context.	In	fact,	the	development	of	
efficient	global	networks	involving	dynamic	medium-sized	and	small	firms	erodes,	year	after	year,	the	
quasi-monopoly	condition	of	big	multinationals	in	many	markets.	These	were	initially	the	only	companies	in	
the	industrialized	world	able	to	operate	on	far-off	markets,	especially	emerging	countries.	In	the	long	run,	
global	networks	can	have	positive	effects	on	the	evolution	of	district	based	small	or	medium-sized	
enterprises,	with	two	fundamental	effects:		
-	The	“empowerment	effect”	determined	by	the	possibility	of	gaining	access	to	digital	networks.		In	other	
words,	small	businesses	and	even	individuals	are	enabled	to	develop	richer	and	more	effective	
communication	and	interaction	with	distant	counterparts,	different	from	the	usual	ones	based	on	
proximity.	This	not	only	facilitates	the	expansion	of	sales	markets	for	those	who	have	achieved	some	
successful	innovation,	but	also	allows	access	to	the	knowledge	available	in	the	world-wide	network,	making	
it	easy	to	deploy	use	innovations,	which	are	the	key	capacity	of	district	firms.	While	big	R&D	investments	
remain	largely	associated	to	public	investment	in	strategic	research	or	to	the	commitment	of	large-scale	
enterprises,	globalization	and	digitization	are	increasing	the	importance	of	use	innovations	that	enhance	
the	extraction	of	economic	value	from	such	investments.	It	is	on	this	part	of	value	creation	processes	that	
industrial	districts	can	recover	a	propulsive	role	as	long	as	they	are	equipped	to	gain	access	to	codified	
knowledge	and	scientific-technological	knowledge	emerging	in	global	cognitive	networks.		
-	The	“worldmaking	effect”	of	digital	/	global	networks.	We	here	refer	to	capacity	of	such	networks	to	
exponentially	expand	the	range	of	meanings,	desires,	stimuli	and	values	that	firms	and	people	connected	
can	get	in	touch	with,	enriching	their	own	world	made	of	consolidated	habits	and	ways	of	life.	Nowadays	
there	are	many	cases	where	digital	/	global	marketing	proposes	to	potential	users	new	styles	of	living	and	
working.	New	global	commercialization	practices	are	aimed	at	creating,	first	in	the	collective	imagination	
and	then	in	everyday	practice,	new	living	and	working	environments	other	than	those	inherited	from	the	
past.	Creating	new	or	personalized	life	and	work	environments	(in	response	to	individual	user	needs)	is	one	
of	the	most	important	sources	of	value	added	in	digital	and	global	networks.	From	this	point	of	view,	
industrial	districts	have	long	developed	valuable	skills,	brands	and	customized	solutions	in	many	
emotionally	engaging	areas	(fashion,	nutrition,	lifestyles,	fun,	smart	tourism,	reliable	machine	supply,	as	
well	as	complex	services).	They	now	have	the	opportunity	to	exploit	their	quality	and	reputation	by	offering	
their	"world"	ideas	in	the	digital	and	global	environment	involving	millions	of	potential	enthusiasts,	
propagators	and	buyers	in	the	world	market.	
	
6. Becattini’s	Utopia	in	the	New	World	of	Digital	and	Global	Revolution	
Districts	are	alive	and	vital	nowadays,	albeit	facing	serious	difficulties	in	their	adjustment	to	the	changing	
environment.	However,	there	is	quite	a	gap	between	today’s	districts	and	the	classical	model	inherited	
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from	history	and	theorised	by	Becattini.	This	is	not	only	a	matter	of	diminishing	distance	barriers,	implying	
that	local	systems	have	lost	a	significant	part	of	the	proximity-based	differential	benefits	and	are	less	
protected	from	competitors'	external	incursions.	More	importantly,	their	evolution	brings	out	a	kind	of	
"new	district"	that	dramatically	differs	from	the	classic	model,	exhibiting	a	degree	of	involvement	in	global	
networks	and	of	functional	specialization	that	are	not	too	far	away	from	the	ones	characterizing	
multinational	corporations.	One	may	thus	wonder	what	remains	of	Becattini’s	utopia	in	the	new	context.	
Can	one	still	foresee	a	global	world	populated	with	local	societies	able	to	produce	value	by	following	their	
own	inspirations	and	chorally	participating	in	a	virtuous	division	of	labor,	without	the	distortions	introduced	
by	the	the	monopoly	power	of	large	multinationals?	The	answer	is	that	the	interpretive	value	of	Giacomo	
Becattini’s	theorizing	remains	to	the	extent	that	one	moves	away	from	the	consideration	of	the	classical	
district	model	and	adopts	his	more	general	way	of	thinking	about	the	economy,	which	is	exemplified	by,	
but	not	limited	to,	the	historical	circumstance	of	Italian	industrial	districtsin	the	second	half	of	the	XX	
century.	His	view	may	well	apply	to	a	variety	of	circumstances,	not	only	to	industrial	districts,	and	it	is	
flexible	enough	to	encompass	economic	change	under	different	environmental	conditions.		
Indeed,	industrial	districts	are	changing	in	a	way	that	is	by	and	large	converging	with	the	evolution	of	
knowledge	intensive,	geographically	spread	and	extensively	networked	transnational	corporations.	Much	
like	multinationals,	the	most	dynamic	industrial	districts	are	undertaking	three	different	levels	of	action	
(Rullani	2015):		
1)	The	creation	of	a	multi-localized	system	of	creative	clusters,	located	in	open	innovation	environments,	
capable	to	attract	talent	and	to	experience	emerging	innovation	ideas.	These	clusters	tend	to	be	close	to	
where	R&D	centers	are,	but	also	to	the	most	attractive	urban	centers,	where	different	operators	converge	
to	get	in	touch	with,	and	get	involved	in,	circuits	of	excellence.	Due	to	their	local	concentration	of	expertise	
and	experience	in	given	sectors,	industrial	districts	can	favour	the	formation	of,	and	feed	the	development	
of,	such	clusters	enhancing	the	accumulation	and	exploitation	of	valuable	knowledge	and	skills.	As	argued	
earlier,	however,	the	making	of	creative	clusters	(and	of	effective	connections	with	other	clusters)	requires	
strong	investments	and	strong	risks.	This	forces	district	firms	to	develop	alliances	both	within	and	outside	
the	district	well	beyond	the	set	of	supply	relationships	inherited	from	the	past;		
2)	The	connection	to	a	global	cognitive	network	that	manages	codified	knowledge	relevant	to	the	chosen	
innovation	field.	Such	a	network	can	give	access	to	what	is	useful	and	interesting	in	the	world	of	science	
and	technology	and	provides	the	means	to	diffuse	relevant	information	on	product	characteristics	and	
usage	conditions	towards	customers,	distributors,	end-consumers	in	world	markets	Worldwide.	The	global	
cognitive	network	is	very	active	in	multinationals	and	within	large	metropolitan	centers,	where	the	level	of	
education	of	entrepreneurs	and	workers	is	high	and	contacts	that	facilitate	exchange	or	cognitive	sharing	
are	frequent.	In	the	case	of	industrial	districts,	this	network	is	still	embryonic,	both	because	of	their	
decentralized	localization	(far	from	major	R	&	D	centers	and	metropolitan	knowledge),	and	due	to	the	
relatively	low	level	of	formal	education	of	local	workers	and	entrepreneurs	who	largely	derive	their	
competences	from	practical	experience.	Even	in	this	respect,	the	situation	is	evolving	and	weaknesses	can	
be	overcome,	but	it	might	be	important	to	speed	up	this	process,	by	setting	up	alliances	among	large	
national	or	international	companies,	research	centers,	universities,	in	order	to	gain	access	to	relevant	
expertise;	
3)	The	set	up	of	a	multilocalized	supply	chain	that	deploys	the	manufacturing	and	marketing	phases	in	
multiple	locations	around	the	world,	depending	on	the	specific	costs	and	capabilities	of	the	different	
locations.	Logistics	flows	of	goods	and	information	also	need	to	be	organized	to	speed	up	production	
operations	throughout	the	supply	chain.	From	this	perspective,	districts	are	still	weak	as	compared	to	
transnational	chains	organized	by	large	multinationals	that	have	been	operating	in	several	countries	around	
the	world	for	decades.	Indeed,	small	size	district	based	firms	can	hardly	afford	to	establish	production	
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plants	as	well	as	commercialization	facilities	abroad.	This	is	another	field	where	alliances,	within	the	district	
or	with	external	subjects,	are	needed	to	help	set	up	such	supply	chains	and	to	speed	learning	processes.	
There	are	also	many	cases	of	district	companies	that	actively	participate	-	as	specialized	suppliers	-	in	
multilocalized	value	chains	that	are	run	by	large	multinational	corporations	or	local	medium-sized	
businesses.	In	these	cases,	it	is	very	important	that	the	supplier	brings	in	distinctive	quality	and	
competencies,	as	competitive	assets	to	be	spent	in	the	network.	
What	are	the	elements	of	Becattini’s	utopia	that	are	still	present	and	active	in	the	new	digitalized	global	
context?	The	key	concepts	emphasized	by	Becattini	-	sense	sharing,	search	of	happiness,	territorial	
ecologies	based	on	collective	learning	processes	–	still	play	an	important	role	in	a	competitive	scenario	
characterized	by	creative	clusters,	cognitive	networks	and	global	supply	chains.		
The	role	of	sense	sharing	that	districts	inherited	from	their	own	history	needs	to	be	reconsidered	however.	
On	the	one	hand,	efforts	must	be	made	to	govern	conflicts	originating	from	the	fragmentation	of	the	
previous	district	ecology.	On	the	other	hand,	new	forms	of	sense	sharing	must	be	constructed.	The	
chorality	and	intimacy	that,	as	Becattini	suggested,	characterized	local	communities,	can	hardly	be	
replicated	as	such	in	the	global	context,	while	global	sense	making	communities	emerge.	Trans-territorial	
social	relationships	co-exist	with	local	communities.	To	make	a	well-known	example,	Slow	Food3	is	
illustrative	of	a	sense	community	that	crosses	the	territories	and	connects	all	those	who	adhere	to	a	certain	
nutrition	idea	(Slow	instead	of	Fast,	sensitive	to	local	supply,	preference	for	non-standardized	food).	
However,	communities	of	this	kind	are	emerging	in	all	fields,	by	putting	together	-	through	the	digital	
network	-	people	and	businesses	that	assign	a	shared	sense	to	certain	lifestyles,	fun,	learning	or	work.		
The	other	crucial	element	of	Becattini’s	model	is	collaborative	learning,	as	a	key	driver	of	the	evolution	of	
local	economies.	Today’s	digital	and	global	supply	chains	(creative	clusters,	cognitive	network,	operational	
chain)	rely	on	such	collaborative	learning,	but	this	is	not	a	mere	replication	of	traditional	collaborative	
patterns	that	were	inherited	from	local	history.	In	fact,	the	number	and	variety	of	actual	and	potential	
partners	dramatically	increases	as	compared	to	the	traditional	district	model.	This	implies	also	a	dramatic	
increase	in	the	number	and	variety	of	interactions,	relationships,	and	experimental	connections	through	
which	evolutionary	processes	occur.	Such	learning	processes	must	be	governed	through	the	convergence	
and	cross-fertilisation	between	different	cultural,	technological	and	organizational	languages,	practices,	
and	routines.	This	is	the	way	through	which	elements	of	chorality	and	intimacy	of	the	old	districts	are	
introduced	in	the	new	district	model.	From	this	perspective,	the	digital	and	global	revolution	appears	to	be,	
especially	in	the	case	of	industrial	districts,	a	cultural	revolution	because	they	have	to	internalize	diversity	
in	a	pre-existing	shared	sense	framework.	Local	people	can	be	the	pivot	of	this	creation	of	sense	if	they	
bring	into	collaborative	networks	their	own	distinctive	identity	and	competences.	This	is	a	possible	
evolutionary	pattern,	quite	consistent	with	Becattini’s	idea	of	local	contexts	as	a	powerful	engine	of	
growth,	potentially	leading	industrial	districts	to	increase	their	value	creation	capacities.		
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